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 Schools across the United States are seeing that the percentage of students that are 
experiencing reading failure is growing year after year.  By reading failure I mean that students 
are not coming in reading at what the schools have deemed adequate for their age and ability 
levels.  For example, using A-Z reading levels, a first grader should come in reading at a D level, 
and end the year at a J.   However, year after year, schools are seeing students come in lower 
than that, so they are caught playing catch up all year.  Each year there are competing curricula 
that claim to know exactly what students need in order to succeed.  It is a quality teacher’s goal 
to bring students to their full potential, and as Lipp & Helfrich (2016) state, “Effective teachers 
are continually seeking opportunities to improve their craft” (p.639).  It is because of this that I 
am doing my action research on the effectiveness of the curricula sets forth in our district.  In a 
school with many English Language Learners and low socioeconomic students, as teachers we 
are often the sole providers of reading support for the students.  In districts across the country, 
schools are finding that students are getting stuck at their current reading levels, and are not 
making adequate yearly progress by the end of the year.  According to Wall (2014) “Inconsistent 
progress in reading is not a problem unique to our school.  Many teachers in the United states 
spend large segments of their literacy blocks conducting guided reading sessions with their 
students only to find that some students, particularly English Language Learners, minority, or 
underprivileged students, make minimal progress over the course of the year” (p. 135).  
 With this in mind, teachers all over the United States are trying new ways to get through 
to all of their students in a way that will help them reach their full potential. In an attempt to do 
this, new small group reading models are coming out every year.  It is this reason why I am 
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going to do a study on which program works best for first grade students.  Much like students 
across the nation, students in the Midwest are at risk in not meeting their Average Yearly 
Progress every year.  As stated by Angell (2001) “Young people are at risk, or educationally 
disadvantaged, if they have been exposed to inadequate or inappropriate experiences in the 
family, school, or community” (p. 6). Students at many schools, including the one that the study 
is being done at, have not had exposure to literature, so they are coming in at a lower reading 
level each year.   Kindergarten teachers are trying to get students from knowing zero letters or 
sounds, to reading at a level D.  With the gap being so large, students are coming into first grade 
at level As or Bs, and teachers are expected to get them to jump to a level J or higher by the end 
of the year.   Without strong small group reading instruction, an educator is unable to fill in this 
reading gap, and each year it gets larger.  With the importance of reading progress in the primary 
grades, teachers are looking for the most effective reading curricula.   It is with this in mind that I 
am doing this action research project.   
Subjects and Settings 
 
Description of subjects. The students chosen will come from an elementary school that 
has about 500 students with a 62% Free and Reduced Lunch demographic.   There are eleven 
girls and eight boys in the class that will be participating in the study.  The subjects are students 
who have reading levels that range from reading Level AA-Level M.  There are 6 students who 
are receiving EL services at this time.  Approximately 40% of the students are from single-
parents households, with the rest living in two-parent homes.   
Selection criteria. Twenty first graders in the class will be participating in this study.   
The students will not be split into groups using different curricula, but instead will be using the 
data growth from the first semester after using the basal Journeys’ small group model, and 
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comparing it to the growth in the second using the Jan Richardson guided reading model.  Each 
of the small groups will be following Jan Richardson’s lesson plans for each reading category: 
Pre-A, Emergent, Early, Transitional, and Fluent.   
Description of setting. This study will be done in a schoolwide Title I building in a city 
in the Midwest.  It is known for its high EL population and an even higher percentage of students 
taking part in the Free and Reduced Lunch program at 62%.  The number of students in the 
school receiving IEP special services is currently at 53 out of 500.  This school also has a high 
number of EL students, currently at 102 which is 20.4% of the population.  There are 17 
languages represented at the school, with English, Somali, Arabic, and Nepali being the most 
highly represented.   
There are title reading and math specialists in the school, that are currently serving 
between 20-25 students in first grade at this time.  In a schoolwide Title I building, all students 
qualify for services, but at this time in first grade, students are chosen for title services according 
to their AIMSweb and Benchmark reading scores for reading, and AVMR scores in math.  We 
choose our students with the lowest reading levels to receive title reading services.   These 
students are chosen by comparing the data across the grade level.   If the students are receiving 
EL services and do not have the language to gain any reading strategies at the time, students are 
put into EL reading groups until their language is developed at a high enough ACCESS score to 
qualify.   
 
Informed consent. Permission was obtained from the Institutional Review Board at 
Minnesota State University- Moorhead and from Fargo Public Schools to conduct this study.  
The school district’s IRB procedure was followed to obtain permission to conduct research.  This 
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involved receiving permission from the Assistant Superintendent of Instruction as well as from 
the principal at the school the study is being conducted at.   
Protection of human subjects participating in research in research was assured.  
Participants were informed of the purpose of the research and any procedures required by the 
participant, including disclosure of risks and benefits.  Confidentiality was protected through the 
use of pseudonyms without identifying information.  The choice to participate or withdraw at 
any time was outlined both verbally and in writing.  Parents were fully informed about the nature 
of the study.  The parents were each given information about the study and gave written 
permission for their children to participate in this study.   
 
Review of Literature 
 
   There is no doubt in an educator’s mind that reading is very important in a child’s overall 
education.   In the school for which I work in, most of the guided reading strategies are taught 
and practiced at the guided reading table.   Each year, teachers are presented with the newest 
ways to effectively teach children how to read.   Especially in the primary grades, reading 
strategies are taught and practiced each day.   Without having this core knowledge, the older 
grades are unable to build upon those skills to comprehend more difficult texts.   In fact, 
according to Fountas & Pinnell (2012) “Books are selected with specific students in mind so that 
with strong teaching, readers can meet the demands of more challenging texts over time” 
(p.268).  The focus of this study will be to compare two programs to find out which one has 
pieces that benefit first grade students the most in their oral reading fluency.  According to 
Connor, Morrison, Toste, Crowe, and Fishman, “The teacher can affect positive change by 
utilizing teaching strategies that work with at-risk children within the classroom.  Teachers who 
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are successful with a great amount of students at risk share similar traits in their teaching style.  
Using early intervention strategies at the primary level, teachers can help at risk student become 
more successful.  The new mission can be stated simply- Learning for All: Whatever it Takes” 
(p. 11)!  
In our district, Journeys (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 2017) is our adopted curriculum for 
whole group instruction, but many are trying to use the Jan Richardson model for small group.   
Both have their advantages and disadvantages, but Journeys tends to rely mostly on strategies 
over focusing on individual needs.  The Jan Richardson model focuses heavily on word work and 
having books at the students’ instructional levels.   According to Richardson, texts need to be at 
an instructional level so that students are able to use their decoding and problem-solving 
strategies with help from the teacher (Richardson 2016).  In the Journeys curriculum, the 
students are grouped into below level, on level, and above level texts.   This does make planning 
for small group much easier, but in many cases, the texts are either far above their instructional 
level or more of an independent level in which they get no ongoing practice with their reading 
skills. 
 The advantages to both curricula are that they both have an easy small group model to 
follow, but there is much more planning that goes into choosing the books with Richardson’s 
lessons.   
Definition of Terms 
For this study, a few terms must be defined: 
Fluency: 
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“Fluency is defined as reading text accurately, quickly, and with proper expression” 
(Noltemeyer, Joseph, & Watson, 2014, p.221). 
Expression: 
“Proper expression refers to the prosodic features of language, such as loudness, duration, 
pitch, and pausing” (Noltemeyer, Joseph, & Watson, 2014, p.221). 
Journeys and Jan Richardson Models 
 Houghton Mifflin Harcourt’s Journeys small group model has a strong focus on 
comprehension strategies and vocabulary, but has books that are already pre-chosen to fit with 
the theme of the week.   These books, as stated before, are put into three categories: below, on, 
and above level.  These books have a strong focus on the vocabulary and comprehension 
strategies that are the focus for the week, but are not always challenging the students with their 
reading skills.   The texts are also broken up into many small mini-lessons, so the books only get 
read once or perhaps twice during the week.  According to Guzel-Ozmen (2011), “Repeated 
readings require students to read orally a passage more than once.  Findings from various 
students have indicated that repeated readings resulted in increased reading fluency and 
comprehension skills for variety of populations such as students with learning disabilities and 
reading difficulties” (p. 1067).   
 Jan Richardson (2016) has put forth a small group model that allows teachers to pick 
books that are at students’ instructional levels as found by their benchmark reading scores.  She 
has broken the lesson plans up into five categories: Pre-A, Emergent, Early, Transitional, and 
Fluent.  Each lesson starts with a strong focus on sight words.  There is a sight word inventory 
list that makes it easy to keep track of where the students are at, and which sight words they 
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should be working on at each reading level.  This allows a teacher the opportunity to pull books 
at students’ individual levels that will have those words in them that need to be practiced.  
According to Richardson (2016) there is a natural flow for the order in which sight words should 
be taught.  With a focus on sight words and accurate reading levels, students will improve their 
reading fluency.   
Leveled Readers 
 Numerous articles and thesis papers have been written on the importance of having books 
at students’ instructional level.  That being said, the guided reading books in the district 
curriculum are leveled.  For each group, an appropriately leveled book would and should build 
on what the students already know. It would have sight words that they know, and new ones that 
can be taught during the guided reading lesson.   It would also be a book that is just above their 
current reading level, so the teacher must guide them through it using taught strategies.  This is 
called an “instructional reading level.”  According to Morris (2015), “Beginning readers who 
struggle need to be led efficiently through an interesting, carefully leveled book curriculum.  
These children also need to be led through a leveled word study or phonics curriculum” (p. 503).  
When a curriculum focuses on challenging the students just enough to give them practice with 
the skills you are working on, they will progress quicker through their reading levels.  
Richardson states that “Texts are chosen at the group members’ instructional reading level, not at 
their independent level.  In other words, the text should be a tad too hard.  As students read, they 
should encounter challenges that require them to problem-solve and practice strategies that help 
them comprehend and discuss the passage.  Celebrate errors as opportunities for teaching and 
learning” (p. 14).  When a school is seeing a pattern of students who are not making adequate 
progress, a proven method like this one is too important to not try.   
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Sight Word Focus 
 In choosing appropriate leveled readers, there must also be a focus on sight words in 
those texts.  If students cannot read the basic sight words, they will not be able to move on to a 
more complicated text.   In using the Jan Richardson model, there will be a daily focus on sight 
words at their reading levels.  The students that were using the Journeys curriculum model, were 
focusing on the 6 focus words for the week, which were the same for students at all the levels.  
Through this research, there should be a noticeable difference between the students who are 
moving through a progressive path, and those that are not.    
Oral Reading Fluency 
 Oral Reading Fluency is when students read with automaticity and have appropriate 
accuracy, speed, and expression.  When they have a high ORF, they are able to comprehend the 
text because they are able to focus on the meaning.  Oral Reading Fluency is a critical 
component needed to have successful reading comprehension.  In deciding a model to test out 
with curriculum improves students’ general reading progress, there are many programs to choose 
from.   It would be easy to use their benchmark reading scores as an indicator of progress, but in 
order to dig a little deeper and be able to progress monitor, a test of their oral reading fluency 
seemed like a more accurate indicator. Noltemeyer, Joseph, and Watson (2014) stated that 
“researchers find that dysfluent readers read passages slowly without proper expression. It is 
highly likely that students who read with little or no expression are not fully gaining meaning 
from what they read” (p. 221).  Since oral reading fluency is of utmost importance in students’ 
comprehension, focusing on this in my study will help teachers gain more understanding of what 
will help them build the most well-rounded readers.  
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Statement of the Hypothesis 
A higher percentage of students will reach grade level oral reading proficiency by using 
the Jan Richardson small group reading model than that of the Journeys (HMH 2017) model.  
Jan Richardson focuses heavily on sight words, and by reading books at their instructional level 
as found by their Fountas and Pinnell benchmark reading assessments.  By using this model, 





































 As a teacher for the last 13 years, it has become more evident each year that fluency is 
something that is set to the side as unimportant.   Gifted and talented teachers in our district have 
stated that they are surprised by how fourth and fifth grade students lack fluency skills in the GT 
program.  Students are not given the opportunity to read aloud in many cases, so teachers are 
letting this skill slide more and more.   Fluency is not even taken into consideration when 
students are benchmarked using the Fountas and Pinnell kits.   
 This is a frightening fact to me because students aren’t gaining meaning when they are so 
choppy with their reading.  It is because of this that I framed the following research questions:  
1. Will students who are given books at their instructional level improve their oral reading 
fluency? 




Methods and rationale. The students were instructed using Journeys’ small group model 
for the first half of the year.  A baseline oral reading fluency score was found using AIMS Web 
Plus which is described below.  They were then given small group instruction daily using the 
Journeys’ model.   The students were then tested again in January to check their oral reading 
fluency growth.     
For the study, the same students will now be instructed in small group using the Jan 
Richardson small group model.   Books will be chosen at their instructional level and instructed 
using Jan Richardson’s set lesson plans.  After four months, they will again be tested to compare 
their growth in each semester.   
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The instrument that will be used for this study will be the AIMS Web Plus ‘Oral Reading 
Fluency’ test.   The students will be formally tested in early January, and again in May by a 
testing team.  They were tested at the beginning of the year, so that will be used as their baseline 
data.  This test will be administered one-on-one by a non-biased testing team that will know 
nothing about the research that is being conducted.   
During this specific assessment, students are given two passages to read for one minute 
each, and the two scores area averaged to calculate a student’s words per minute reading rate.  It 
is this average that makes this assessment one that is looked at with very high validity across the 
nation.   
AIMSweb also gives me an opportunity to progress monitor along the way using the 
same instrument, but different probes.  I will print out reports to show the data I find from all of 
the subjects taking part in the study.   
AIMS web was chosen as the district’s testing tool because of the validity of the data 
when comparing national results.  It is given 1st through 8th grade, so progress can be easily 
graphed for students across their years in school.  It gives information on reading rates and 
accuracy. AIMSweb was chosen as the testing tool for this particular study because it has an 
assessment for oral reading fluency.   AIMSweb Plus is a newer version on Aims¸ and our district 
believes it is an accurate indicator of where students are at in their reading levels.  Students are 
tested three times a year, and can be compared to other students within a district or students 
across the nation in first grade.   
Schedule.  The students have already had a baseline score from September of 2017.   
This will be compared to the next AIMSweb testing score in January of 2018.  This will again be 
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compared to the scores that will be obtained using the same testing tool in May of 2018.  The 
students will be tested early so I can get the results to use in my action research project.   
Ethical issues.  One of the ethical issues that could arise during my action research is that 
of parents who are concerned that their students are not getting their proper education because I 
am changing what I have been doing this year.  Also, the administration or the district may be 
reluctant to me going against a curriculum that was just purchased for our district.  Lastely, the 
concern could be stress on the students to perform at a higher level in hopes of my research 
results showing major growth.   
Anticipated response.  There are no anticipated issues that will arise, but it is always a 
good idea to plan for the worse.   When talking with parents, be sure to state that all of the 
students will continue to get small group time with me, in which they will be working toward 
their fullest potential.   It will also be stated that that this is a different guided reading tool, but 
that students will not only be supported, but will be given the opportunity to exceed expectations.  
When it comes to the district and administration, it will be stated that the Jan Richardson model 
has been one that we have sent our title reading teachers to get trained in for the last year.  That 
this particular model builds on the existing Journeys’ framework.  It is not taking away from the 
instruction, but instead is adding to it.  For students, they will be supported as they have been all 
year.   It will be confirmed that the lessons will not be significantly different, but just adjusted to 
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Chapter Three 
Description of Data 
 Teacher observation.  Teacher observation throughout the year was used to determine 
students’ growth and ability to move on to new levels in reading.  Students were only formally 
tested three times, so the daily observations of their work during small group was crucial to 
move them up and down.   Along with the daily monitoring of skills, Figure 3.1 shows the rubric 
that was used to determine level of engagement of students during small group guided reading 
time.  The goal was to have the levels of engagement almost equal so the achievement was a 
more accurate representation of how the different programs worked.   
Figure 3.1.  Teacher Observation of Student Engagement 
1 2 3 4 
Student rarely 
participates in small 
group activities. 
Student rarely 
answers questions or 
does the work. 
Student sometimes 
participates in small 
group activities.  
Student sometimes 
answers questions or 
does the work.   
Student mostly 
participates in small 
group activities.  
Student mostly 
answers questions 
and does the work.   
Student always 
participates in small 
group activities.  
Student always 
answers questions 
and does the work.   
 
 The students were each given a rubric value during the guided reading lesson depending 
on their observed engagement level.  The average level of engagement during the Fall was 3.4, 
and was 3.8 in the Spring.   
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Student achievement.  The students were tracked for progress on their oral reading 
fluency using the Aimsweb Plus assessment in the fall, winter, and spring.  Assessments were 
administered by the same group of retired teachers at the school. The students were each given 
two separate reading selections to read through to determine their score. The first assessment was 
given at the start of the year in September to get a baseline score for each student.  The second 
was given at the start of January to show their oral reading fluency growth using the Journeys’ 
small group reading model.  The final assessment was given in mid-May to find their oral 
reading fluency growth using the Jan Richardson small group model.   
Figure 3.2 shows the cutoff scores for Aimsweb’s Oral Reading Fluency for the fall, 
winter, and spring.  Blue are the students who are above average, green is average, and yellow is 
below average.  The numbers represents words read accurately per minute.  
Figure 3.2.   Aimsweb Plus Cutoff Scores for Oral Reading Fluency 
Grade Tier Fall Winter Spring 
 1 55+ 79+ 97+ 
1 1 19 - 54 36 - 79 51 - 97 
 2 0 - 18 0 - 35 0 - 50 
 
Figure 3.3 shows the percentage of students that were found to be below average, 
average, and above average with oral reading fluency according to Aimsweb’s set national 
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Figure 3.3.  Student Rankings at Each Assessment Period 
 
The data shows that the students that were below average went down from 70.59% to 
50% using the Journeys small group model in the fall, and down another 10% to a total of 40% 
by the spring assessment using the Jan Richardson model.  The students that were at an average 
rate went up from 11.76% in the fall, to 25% by the winter.   The percentage stayed the same at 
25% of students meeting the Aimsweb national standards for Oral Reading Fluency by the spring 
using the Jan Richardson model.   The data shows that the students who were above average, 
reading at over 97 words per minute, went up slightly from 17.65% to 25% from fall to winter, 
and went up to 30% of the class using the Jan Richardson model.   
Consistently the students showed growth throughout the year.   The number of below 
average students went down, while the number of students who were above average went up 
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Methods 
 Journeys’ small group model.  The following lesson plans are an example of plans that 
were used from the Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Journeys (2017) curriculum during the first half 
of the school year. The books that fit with these lessons are put into three categories: below grade 
level, on grade level, and above grade level.  They each have a strong introduction for the story 
before students have a chance to read it independently. This introduction includes a lot of “front-
load” vocabulary for the students.  In the 20 minute time frame of our lessons, about 10 minutes 
of that is focused on building that background content before beginning reading.   This leaves 
about 7 minutes of reading, and 3 minutes of responding to the text.  On the first lesson of the 
week, the response focuses on response to reading, and on the second day, a written response is 
added.  This did not leave a lot of time for students to work on words daily, but as you could see 
by the data, they still made growth.   
 During these lessons it was observed that occasionally the texts were either too easy or 
too difficult for the students.  When it was too easy, they were not able to practice new reading 
strategies that would be taught during the lesson.  If the text was too hard, some students would 
show frustration and either give up, or get too caught up in decoding difficult words that they 
would lose all sense of the meaning of the text.  Figure 3.4 shows an example of the lesson plan 
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Jan Richardson’s small group model.  The following lesson plan was used with 
students during the second half of the school year.  Books were chosen at their specific reading 
levels as found by their F & P benchmark assessments’ data.  Students were grouped according 
to their level, and books were picked at their instructional reading levels each week.  As the 
students showed independence at a level, they were moved up so the books they were reading 
were always at a level that would promote opportunities for them to use new strategies, which 
caused them to be pushed just enough, but not too much as to cause frustration with reading.  
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Books were also, as much as possible, chosen to fit their interest.  This may be why the students 
showed they were more engaged during the lessons.   
 The lesson plans have a strong focus on sight words in levels A-G.   A new word was 
taught each day, with a review on two previously learned sight words.  The students would get 
an opportunity to learn the word, practice building it with magnetic letters, and then writing it on 
a whiteboard.  As you can see by the plan, there was also a strong 3-4 minute book introduction 
before the students were given a strategy to focus on, and got to their reading.  During reading 
time, I would take the time to read with each of them, and pick a “teaching point” to focus on 
with them.   
 The benefits, as seen by myself, were that the students did not find the texts too easy or 
too difficult, which caused much less frustration throughout the second half of the school year.  It 
was also observed that they found more enjoyment from the books than that of the books during 
the first half of the year.   
 Figure 3.5 shows an example of the Jan Richardson small group model lesson plan used 
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Research Questions 
 Will students who are given books at their instructional level improve their oral 
reading fluency?  It is evident by the data that yes, the students made significant gains using 
books at their instructional reading levels.  However, the students also made growth when using 
books that were around their instructional level.  Specifically picking books at their instructional 
level did not make a huge impact on their growth in oral reading fluency.   
Does a focus on sight words/high frequency words help build a student’s oral 
reading fluency?   With the focus on sight words or high frequency words, students made 
growth with their oral reading fluency.  Both lesson plans had sight word practice, but with the 
Jan Richardson plan, words are strategically taught using a 4 step process shown on figure 3.5.  
However, the data did not show that having a focus on sight words made any more growth with 
their oral reading fluency scores.  The students made similar growth with both small group 
reading models.   
Conclusion 
The data does not conclusively show that either small group model made more or less of 
an impact on student growth.  Both models show that students made growth in their oral reading 
fluency as they progressed through the year.  Without more time, I cannot say which model 
would be most effective with first graders.   
What does show is that students showed more interest in books used with the Jan 
Richardson model.  These books were chosen specifically for these students according to their 
interest and instructional reading levels.  When students are engaged, they showed more of a 
willingness to work through words that they struggled with.  They were able to use the strategies 
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taught because they wanted to finish the texts to hear about what happened or what was being 
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Chapter Four 
Action Plan  
 Small group reading instruction in both forms were shown to help students make growth 
in oral reading fluency.  In the classroom, the small group time is effective at meeting students 
where they are at, and helping them grow when it comes to oral reading fluency.  With the focus 
on sight words and having books at their instructional reading levels, students were able to read 
more words per minute accurately.  They were more confident in their reading abilities, and they 
also seemed more willing to try more difficult texts.   
 Using Jan Richardson’s model gives teachers very effective strategies to help students 
find success in the area of reading.  Each of the small group models helped the students make 
growth, but with the focus on books at their levels, students showed more interest and 
engagement during the lessons.   
 Looking at the year as a whole, in order to reach all students, the ability to have many 
small group teaching strategies is imperative to effective reading instruction.  Since the data did 
not show definitively which small group model helps students make the largest amount of 
growth in fluency, next year the entire first grade team at this school will be working to find 
more accurate data.   The students make a large amount of growth at the beginning of the year, 
so 2 of the 4 sections at this school will be using the Jan Richardson model all year, and the other 
2 sections will use the Journeys’ model.   Each student will be tracked to see who makes the 
most growth over the entire year.   Since each class is always evenly filled with students of 
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Chapter Five 
Plan for Sharing 
 The results of this study were first shared with the rest of the common grade level, first 
grade, teachers at the school where this study was conducted.  In the district, teachers gather 
weekly, mostly in common grade levels, in something called Professional Learning 
Communities, or PLCs.  During these times, educators discuss different subject area data.  The 
different small group models were shown to them.  The differences in styles were discussed by 
all, and the pros and cons of both were listed.  Data was then shared with the teachers, and it was 
decided that we will all use the Jan Richardson model next year, and track the data of our entire 
grade level.   
 The data was also shared with the principal of the building where the study took place.  
More decisions on whole school instruction will be discussed after the entire grade works with 
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